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BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS, PUBLIC POLICY, AND PATERNALISM'

Libertarian Paternalism

By RICHARD H. THALER AND CASS R. SUNSTEIN*

Many economists are libertarians and con-
sider the term “paternalistic” to be derogatory.
Most would think that the phrase libertarian
paternalism is an oxymoron. The modest goal of
this essay 1s to encourage economists to rethink
their views on paternalism. We believe that the
anti-paternalistic fervor expressed by many
economists is based on a combination of a false
assumption and at least two misconceptions.
The false assumption is that people always (usu-
ally?) make choices that are in their best inter-
est. This claim is either tautological, and
therefore uninteresting, or testable. We claim
that it is testable and false—indeed, obviously

Copyright(c) NEXT Co., Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

appears to be paternalistic, which it is, but
would anyone advocate options 2 or 3?

The second misconception is that paternalism
always involves coercion. As the cafeteria ex-
ample illustrates, the choice of which order to
present food items does not coerce anyone to do
anything, yet one might prefer some orders to
others on paternalistic grounds. Would many
object to putting the fruit before the desserts at
an elementary school cafeteria if the outcome
were to increase the consumption ratio of apples
to Twinkies? Is this question fundamentally dif-
ferent if the customers are adults? If no coercion
is involved, we think that some types of pater-
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